YAKSHAGANA IN TELUGU 





I, Pandu Ranga Rao 


Yakshagana in Telugu corresponds more or less to the ‘swang’ 
tradition in Hindi. As indicated by the two names, they have the element of 
song or music as a common feature. They are essentially meant for singing. 
Other characteristics must have been later additions, modifications and 
developments. The word ‘Yakshagana’ literary means song sung by a group 
of people known as Yakshas. If we go further deep into the etymological 
meaning of the word ‘Yaksha’, it represents a community devoted to wor- 
ship, ritualistic or otherwise. Music is often associated with the ritualistic 
worship and is therefore usually specialised and cultivated by a community 
devoted to the cause of ritualistic worship. History tells us that till the times 
of Buddha, there used to be a class of people called ‘Yakshas’ who moved 
about from place to place singing songs of celestial bearing to the delight 
and pleasure of common people. It is quite possible that the present race of 
people known as ‘Jakkus’ are descendants of this ancient race. These Jakkus 
are still seen in the tribal areas of Andhra Pradesh, Maharahstra and 
Madhya Pradesh, whose main occupation is to sing and impart philosophy 
through music. Whatever may be the background, ‘Yakshaganas’ have 
formed a valuable part of Telugu literature which unfortunately has been set 
aside as folk literature. A casual survey of the compositions which come 
under this category reveals that this particular branch of literature is as 
valuable an addition to Telugu literature as any other classical tradition. 


It is likely that, as indicated above, yakshagana first started in the form 
of songs. Music in the folk form is often coupled with dance and gradually 
developes into a play with some mythological background. This natural 
development of yakshagana into folk form of play is evidenced by the 
classical poets like Srinatha, who refers to the Yaksha women reciting such 
compositions in his celebrated work ‘Kridabhiramam’ and ‘Bhimakhandam’. 


Again in the 16th century, we come across a reference to this class of 
literature known as yakshagana in a treatise on rhetorics called ‘Lakshna 
Sara Sangraham’. This is a clear indication that yakshagana as a popular 
form of music, dance and drama came to be recognised not only by the 
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common people but also by scholars and poets of Telugu literature by the 
end of the 16th century. 


Any episode having popular appeal presented in the language and 
idiom of the common man coupled with delightful music, pleasent to hear 
and graceful movements of limbs which dance to the tunes played by the 
singers gradually came to be recognised as yakshagana. Though this took 
its origin in the un-sophisticated but artistic hands of the rural folk, it has 
absorbed into it the essential characteristics of a classical drama with all 
the paraphernalia associated with it like Sutradhar, Vidushak etc. It was 
almost a folk form of the classical Sanskrit play with a slight difference in 
language and style. Yakshaganas were designed mainly to cater to the taste 
and temperament of the illiterate village folk while the Sanskrit plays were 
meant mainly for the elite and the royal court. But in course of time even 
Yakshagana enjoyed the royal patronage which brought scholars too into 
its fold and thus enriching it with a scholarly touch. 


The first yakshagana in Telugu literature was composed by a poet 
called Kandukuri Rudrakavi. The name of the composition was Surgreeva 
Vijayam (the triumph of Sugreeva). This poet Rudrakavi enjoyed the royal 
patronage of Krishna Devarayalu in the 16th century. His composition 
‘Sugreeva Vijayam’ was first staged in the august presence of Krishna 
Devarayalu to mark the advent of the spring season. Al! the characteristics 
enumerated in the treatise ‘Lakshana Sara Sangraham’ are amply illustrated 
and demonstrated in this first composition of yakshagana. The Kuchipudi 
style of dance propounded by the great Saint Siddhendra Yogi also contri- 
buted to the development of Yakshagana. The special feature which 1s 
common to both Kuchipudi and Yakshagana style is that their development 
depends upon a co-ordinated effort of poets, artists, patrons, peasants, 
musicians, dancers, lovers and philosophers. In a way this brings together 
a widely varying cross-sections of society. The participation of both men 
and women in the presentation adds grace and grandeur to this performing 
art. Thus a tradition which made a humble beginning as a rural performing 
art gradually developed into a full-fleged. harmonious and soul-elevating 
from of folk drama. The initiative taken by an establithed poet like 
Rudrakavi not only added new dimensions to this class of compositions but 
also brought dignity to it. This encouraged other scholars and poets to 


enrich this branch of literature. 


This tradition of yakshagana which had its foundations in the Court 
of Krishnadevarayalu however soon migrated to Tanjore which became a 
temporary centre for Telugu literature under the patronage of the Naik 
Kings of Tanjore. The poets and patrons, both explored the possibilities and 
potentialities ‘of this new form of popular play. Moreover the Kings had 
a soft corner for light music and popular literature which they preferred to 
their classical counterparts. In fact, the royal Court bacame easily accesible - - 
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to men and. women gifted with the art of writing. Aiso there were more 
women than men enjoying royal patronage in the Court of Naik Kings. 
The patrons themselves were writers of high order. In this favourable back- 
ground where the human heart and the poetic art had every opportunity 
to manifest themselves, yakshanganas flourished both in numbers and ex- 
cellence during this period. 


The King Vijaya Raghava Rayalu (1633-73) son of king Raghu Natha 
-Rayalu is acclaimed as the greatest patron of Yakshagana literature. He 
was an author of more than 50 titles in which majority were yakshaganas. 
-A long list of Yakshaganas composed by him is given in one of his composi- 
tions entitled ‘Prahlada Charitra’. The themes of these yakshaganas were 
Jargely taken from the three celebrated classics of Indian literature, namely 
Ramayana, Mahabharata and Bhagawata. In addition to ‘Prahlada 
Charitra’, the most popular among his yakshaganas are Kalia Mardan, 
Vipra Narayana Charitra and Rukmini Kalyanam. When the king himself 
becomes a writer of established repute, it opens up new possibilities for the 
potential writers. Several scholars and poets not only drew inspiration but 
also felt encouraged to approach their learned patron with their meritorious 
works. This ensured for them a more comfortable and respectable living 
coupled with a sense of achievement. Among the poets who were inspired 
by the king and enriched yakshagana literature in Telugu, mention should be 
made of Purushottam Dixit, Koneti Dixit, Venkatapati Somayaji, Mannar 
Dev and lastly the most prominent among them, Rangajamma. As the most 
favourite poetess of the Court, Rangajamma contributed substantially to 
‘the art of yakshagana and at the same time brought immense delight to 
the heart of her patron. Even though the domination of the women writers 
in the Court of the Naik kings resulted, in course of time, in a slightly 
unhealthly atmosphere, its contribution to the rapid development of yak- 
shagana literature is decisively a lasting outcome of this age. The luxurious 
life led by the Naik kings had an advantage and also a disadvantage. The 
advantage was the maximum opportunity provided for the free play of poetic 
talent and artistic creation which enjoyed the full royal support. The 
disadvantage which was of course a temporary phase was a sort of polluted 
atmosphere, speaking from the ethical point of view. As in life, so also in 
literature something really good comes out only when it can accommodate 
some inevitable evil, associated with it. But where the good predominates 
the evil, it should be endured. It is in this background that the contribution 
of Naik kings to Telugu literature in general and yakshagana literature in 
particular has to be assessed and appreciated. 


Maharashtrian kings who succeeded the Naik kings continued the 
literary pursuit and patronised Telugu literature including the composition 
of yakshaganas atleast with equal, if not greater, enthusiasm. The participa- 
tion of non-Telugu rulers in the development of Yakshaganas has elevated, 

‘enriched and enlarged the position, the treasure and the area of Yakshagan4 
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literature. The political conquest of Maharashtrian kings over the natives 
thus resulted happily in the cultural advancement of Telugu literature. 


The Maharashtrian rulers not only encouraged Telugu writers to 
produce greater variety of Yakshaganas exploring the new themes and 
techniques but also composed several vakshaganas themselves eventhough 
Telugu was not their mother tongue. The most illustrious among these 
Maharashtrian kings was Shahaji (1684-1712) the son of Ekoji. Like Vijaya 
Raghava, Shahaji was a gifted writer and a lover of Telugu language and 
literature. He had as many as 20 yakshaganas to his credit on a variety of 
themes, the most important titles being Kirata Vijay, Krishna-Vilas, Ganga- 
Parvathi-Samvad, Draupadi-Kalyan, Parvathi Parinay, Sita Kalyan, Rati 
Kalyan, Vighneswara Kalyan and Rukmini-Satyabhama Samvad. 


Under the patronage of Shahaji several poets composed yakshaganas. 
Mention may be made among them, of Giriraj, Balakavi Subbanna and 
Sheshachalapati. There are four yakshaganas attributed to the poet Giriraj. 
They are Raja Kanya Parinay, Lilavati Kalyan, Shahendra Vijay and 
Sarvanga Sundari Vilas. It will be seen from the titles indicated above that 
most of the themes selected by the patron-kings pertain to Indian mythology 
while the poet laureates tried to include biographical accounts and love 
episodes obviously to please their patrons and provide entertainment to 
them. Thus enlightenment and entertainment went hand-in-hand in these 
compositions. There is also a pleasant combination of seculer love and 
divine worship. Both Shiva and Vishnu received equal respece and reverence 
as revealed from the content of these plays. While Shahaji explored the 
possibilities of presenting interesting stories of Indian mythology, Bala Kavi 
Subbanna in his ‘Lilavati Shahajeeyam’ and Sheshachalapati in his 
‘Shaharaja Vilas’ made their patron the hero of their compositions. Thus 
patronage and gratitude combined together produced number of popular 

‘plays falling under the category of yakshagana during this period. 


Other important works produced during this period include Chitra- 
koota Mahatmyam by Tirumala Kavi, Shiva Kama Sundari Parinayam 
by Tularaj, Vighneswara Kalyan by Ekoji, Balakrishna Lila Vilas by 
Akkanamatya, Golla Katha and Erukala Katha by Changalva Raya, 
Kiratarjuneeya by Shambaradhar and Garudachalam by Obaya Mantri. 


One may form a wrong impression from the foregoing account that 
the Yakshagana literature flourished in Telugu exculsively under the royal 
patronage, while it is actually not so. Though the royal patronage did help 
in the enrichment of this branch of literature, there are some writers who 
developed this independently without any reference to the royal support. 
Saints like Thyagaraja, Swami Narayana Tirtha and Malattur Venkatarama 
Shastri composed highly meritorious yakshaganas based mainly on my- 


thology, philosophy and devotion. Prahlada Bhakta Viiayam and Nauka 


SANGEET NATAK 


Yatra by the saint singer Thyagaraja are very popular. Swami Narayana 
Tirtha whose Sanskrit composition ‘Krishna Leela Tarangani’ is very 
popular is supposed to have written a yakshagana on Parijata flower said 
to have been stolen by Krishna to please his angry wife Satyabhama. 
Venkatarama Shastri started a new tradition of Bhagavath Natak which 


closely resembles Yakshagana style. 


In the eighteenth century, yakshagana had its day of blossom in 
Madurai and Pudik Kota. Back home in Telengana area of the present 
Andhra Pradesh, Yakshagana literature made a remarkable progress till 
the end of the nineteenth century and to some extent it continued to engage 
the attention of the readers even after it disappeared from the stage. The 
names of Govardhana Narasimhacharyulu and Sheshabhattar Krishnama- 
charyulu are still remembered in this connection. The stories of Balnagamma 
and Kambhoja Raju are the popular themes adopted by the Yakshagana 
writers of Telangana region. The contribution of Burugupalli brothers to 
this branch is highly commendable. 


There are some yakshaganas written in the allegorical style of the 
Sanskrit play ‘Prabodha Chandrodayam’ Mukti Kanta Parinayam’ by 
Paramananda Yati, Viveka Vijayam by Challa Surya and Jeevana Natakam 
by an unknown poet are some of the titles which come under this category. 
This tendency to philosophise the theme and take them away from the 
common man slowly converted Yakshagana into a sophisticated form and 
resulted in its gradual and total dissolution into the classical drama. Thus 
Yakshagana today is more of historical and cultural importance than of 
contemporary interest. It enables us to look back and see how great a tradi- 
tion we had behind the present form of drama. in Telugu Janguage. 


One remarkable feature of Yakshagana literature is the commendable 
contribution made by the women writers to this branch of literature. In fact 
at a particular period of time there were more women than men paiticipat- 
ing in this histrionic activity. The first lady who composed a Yakshagana 
was Bala Papamba of the later half of the sixteenth century who wrote 
‘Akkamahadevi Charitra’ in the form of Yakshagana. Akkamahadevi, 
according to the Veera Shaiva tradition. was believed to be the incarnation 
of Parvathi. As a result of a family misunderstanding and conflict, Parvathi 
descends to the human world and takes birth in the form of Akkamahadevi. 
Ultimately she withdraws her vow and resumes her original form. The compo- 
sition is full of picturesque descriptions. - j 


Rangajamma who enjoyed not only patronage, but even the love and 
affection of king Vijaya Raghava of the seventeenth century made a sub- 
stantial contribution to the development of Yakshaganas. It is said that the 
king was so much impressed and even fascinated by her physical beauty. 
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intellectual brilliance and poetic excellence that he bathed her in gold accord- 
ing to a royal custom which was known as Kanakabhishekam. Her famous 
composition in the style of Yakshagana is ‘Mannarudasa Vilasamu’ which 
the poetess likes to call Mahanataka (a great play). Mannaru is another 
name for Rajagopala swamy the favourite deity of Vijaya Raghava. There- 
fore Mannarudasa was no other than the king Vijaya Raghava whom the 
poetess glorifies in her present work. Incidentally this composition gives us 
an insight into the social customs and conditions prevalent in those days. 
Though essentially meant for staging, this makes a pleasant reading too 
if one chooses to read and enjoy it. 


The advent of Tarigonda Venkatamba in the field of Yakshagana 
literature is an event of the nineteenth century. She belonged to a place 
called Tarigonda in Cuddapah district of Andhra Pradesh. She lost her 
husband at a very young age and diversed her love to God since then. Like 
Meera, she dedicated her life to the Lord of the universe visualising Him 
often in the form of Krishna and occasionally giving Him the form of Shiva. 
She wrote about fifteen Yakshaganas glorifying the various sportive actions 
of Shiva and Krishna. Her Krishna Natakam, Parijatapaharanam, Chenchu 
Natakam and Mukti Kanta Vilas were very popular. All these compositions 
present themes pertaining to Krishna. On the lines of ‘Parijatapaharanam’, 
a very popular story in which the rivalry between the two wives of Krishna, 
namely, Rukmini and Satyabhama is described. Tarigonda Venkatamba 
composed a Yakshagana entitled ‘Shiva Parijata’ in which Ganga and 
Gauri querral among themselves on the ownership of a precious jewel. It 
is interesting to have both ‘Krishna Parijatam’ and ‘Shiva Parijatam’ flow- 
ing from the same pen and both in Yakshagana style. There is a pleasant 
blend of humour and love in both the episodes. Venkatamba or Vengam- 
amba as she was popularly known was an ardent devotee of Lord Narasimha 
and therefore depicted the love of a tribal woman. Chenchu for the Lord 
who has taken the form of half man and half lion. This composition com- 
bines pathos with love and is therefore of special appeal to both lovers and 


philosophers. 


In the nineteenth century we come accoss some Yakshaganas whose 
authorship is not known. But it is indicated that these were composed by 
women. ‘Shuka Charitra’ in which the sage Shuka is said to have married 
Mukti Kanta, the daughter of King Janaka and his spouse Prajana is believed 
to have been written by the dauther of Surya Narayana Shastry. Similarly, 
another Yakshagana ‘Simanthini Charitram’ is attributed to the daughter 
of Sriram. This depicts the love affair between Simanthini and Chitrangada. 
Simanthini, the devoted wife of Chitrangada saves her husband from a 
boat-accident on the strength of her austerities observed in connection with 
a ritual called Somavara Vratam. The social life of Telugu people 
particularly relating to wedding celebrations is very well portrayed in this 


work. 
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In the present century we have Yakshaganas composed by women 
writers. For instance ‘Mitra Vinda Parinayam’ by Sheshamba.and Sri 
Ranganatha Pangunyotsanan by Ramanujamma became very popular in 
the first quarter of this century. 


The performance of Yakshnagana is very simple and does not involve 
eleborate stage arrangements. Proper costumes and cosmetics will help in 
creating the desired background and effect. No special auditorium is 
necessary as the performance is generally done in open air. Audience, often 
coming from the rural folk, make themselves comfortable on ordinary 
mats or small cots managed by themselves. The performance starts late in 
the night and very often continues till the early hours of the morning. Men, 
women and children seated in a relaxed posture enjoy the performance more 
or less in a homely atmosphere—Chatting, eating and occasionally yiclding 
to the irresistible force of sleep. 


An admirable admixture of dance, dialogue, music, philosophy, love 
and laughter, Yakshagana has been providing entertainmnt and enlighten- 
ment to the Telugu speaking community for the last five hundred years. 
This is available in the neighbouring areas like Karnataka as well more or 
less in the same form. This is a part of our cultural heritage worth preserv- 
ing from the emotional as well as the national point of view. 


